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  ‘Let’s try for another baby?’ Shauna Cassidy fingered the flat, full pack of her contraceptive pill and scowled resentfully. Her husband, Greg, groaned from
  his side of the bed.

  ‘Aw, Shauna, I don’t know. Chloe’s been such a handful since she was born, and besides, she’s only two.’

  ‘Don’t say that,’ Shauna flared indignantly, her heart sinking at his negativity. This wasn’t the first time that she’d broached the subject of trying for another
  baby. For the last couple of months she’d become increasingly broody. She wanted Chloe to have a brother or sister close in age to her but, so far, Greg wasn’t having any of it.

  ‘Come on, Shauna.’ He yawned and nearly gave himself lockjaw. ‘She had colic for the first year. And that bloody reflux. Not to talk about the temperatures every time
  she’s getting a tooth. She rarely sleeps a full night, we’ve only just started to have a social life again and we’re moving to the Emirates in January. Your timing is
  lousy.’

  As if on cue, a fretful squawk from the room across the landing turned into a heart-rending howl. ‘And you want another one?’ Greg muttered, turning on his side and pulling the duvet
  up over his ears. Shauna glared down at him.

  ‘Come on, Greg! I don’t want to start another month on the Pill; we need to talk about this sooner rather than later.’

  ‘Not tonight. I’m knackered. For God’s sake go in to her or we’ll never get to sleep,’ he growled.

  ‘Ah you’re always knackered,’ she said exasperatedly as she threw back the duvet and hurried into the next room to comfort their little daughter.

•   •   •

  Greg felt the tension begin to seep out of his body as he stretched his limbs and heard Chloe’s sobs peter out as his wife’s soft crooning soothed her. Was the
  woman mad? he wondered drowsily. Imagine two babies in the house, screeching and yelling. He loved his daughter but she’d completely disrupted their lives. Even Shauna couldn’t deny
  that. They rarely had a night out together. Everything had to be arranged around feeding times and nap times. It was a pain in the butt. There were times he even felt that Shauna was so completely
  focused on Chloe and her needs that she’d hardly notice if he wasn’t around any more. He remembered how she’d always made a fuss of him and danced attendance on him before
  she’d got pregnant. Those days were a distant memory.

  Perhaps it would all change when they went back out to the Gulf. He was really looking forward to going to work in the Emirates, despite the instability in the region. He’d kept in contact
  with people he’d known and they all assured him that life went on very much as normal in spite of the volatile political situation. Shauna felt a little jittery sometimes, especially when the
  bombs had gone off in the residential compounds, but Greg had pointed out that Abu Dhabi was much more stable than Saudi and far more cosmopolitan. The war in Iraq wasn’t having such an
  impact there. Look at all the people going out on holidays and buying property in Dubai, which was only a couple of hours’ drive down the highway, he’d pointed out reassuringly. If they
  didn’t go now they’d never go, he urged. His wife had reluctantly agreed, knowing that he was right, at least about the timing.

  They’d met at a party in Riyadh ten years ago. He was an architect in a big construction company. Shauna had worked in the personnel department. They were both in their early twenties,
  making lots of money and having a ball. They’d clicked and started dating. Greg sighed, remembering those carefree days. They’d had a great, relatively stress-free couple of years and
  then come home to get married.

  The money they’d made in Saudi had bought them a four-bedroom house in Malahide; they hadn’t even needed a mortgage. They’d bought it in Shauna’s name so they
  wouldn’t have to pay stamp duty as they were still paying off the mortgage on the place that Greg had bought when he was single. The apartment was now let, and the rent more than covered the
  mortgage repayments.

  Greg wanted to increase his property portfolio and get into the property business in a big way. He’d bought and renovated two small redbrick houses in Cabra and made a relatively good
  profit on them. It had given him the taste for property speculation. Another stint in the Gulf would boost the bank balance enough to get him on the next rung of the property ladder.

  It had all been going swimmingly until Shauna had got broody. He’d managed to put her off for a few years but she’d said that she didn’t want to be too old having her first
  child and that thirty was considered quite old for a first-time mother. Reluctantly, he’d agreed to try for a baby. Chloe had been conceived a couple of months after they’d stopped
  using contraception and Shauna had been over the moon.

  Greg scowled under the duvet. It seemed she was getting broody again. As he’d told her, her timing was lousy. Well, she could forget it. When they moved back to the Gulf they’d have
  an au pair to help out with Chloe and they were going to start having fun and socializing again. Life in Abu Dhabi would be far less restricted than their life had been in Saudi. It was just what
  they needed. Once they were out there, she’d forget all this baby stuff. His eyelids drooped and within minutes he was asleep.

•   •   •

  Shauna could hear her husband’s snores rumbling across the landing. Selfish lump, she thought sourly. Greg rarely got up to attend to Chloe. You wanted her, you deal
  with her was the unspoken reproach that had permeated their marriage since she’d had the baby.

  What was wrong with him? Why couldn’t he enjoy their child? Why couldn’t he see that it would be good for them to have another baby, sooner rather than later, so that the children
  would be companions for each other? It made sense. They’d be around the same stage getting through all the childhood and teenage stuff. They’d be close to each other, there for each
  other in times of trouble, just like her siblings were there for her.

  She looked down at Chloe’s blond head nestled into her shoulder and her heart contracted with love. Her daughter’s curls were the colour of spun gold and framed her head like an
  angelic halo. Her two little cheeks were fire-engine red and her chin was damp from dribbles. Shauna wiped her mouth tenderly with a soft bib. Chloe whimpered.

  ‘It’s all right, darling. Let’s give you a drop of Calpol and you’ll be as right as rain,’ she murmured, stifling a yawn. It looked as if it could be a bumpy night.
  If she was up with one child she might as well be up with two, she thought resentfully. If she didn’t get pregnant soon Chloe would be too old for her sibling. She’d love to have
  another little girl. It would be wonderful for her daughter to have a sister. Shauna smiled, thinking of her own sister, Carrie. She was really going to miss her when she went back out to the Gulf.
  Not only was Carrie her sister, she was her best friend. She’d understand Shauna’s desire for another baby better than anyone would.
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  Carrie Morgan hated maths, always had and always would. She’d thought she’d finished with the damn thing for good when she’d left school. She hadn’t
  reckoned she’d be battling with it again in her thirties. And losing badly, at that.

  If she was having problems with subtraction how on earth was she going to manage when her children were doing isosceles triangles and all that gobbledegook? She tried again, as patiently as she
  could.

  ‘Eight from seven you cannot take. Borrow one and cross off the—’

  ‘No, Mom! That’s not the way Teacher does it,’ Olivia wailed. Carrie stared at her daughter in exasperation.

  ‘Well that’s the way we did it at school. I don’t understand the way your teacher does it.’ This new way of doing maths was doing her head in.

  ‘That’s ’cos you’re stupid, Mom,’ Olivia yelled as she stomped out of the kitchen in high dudgeon.

  ‘Olivia Morgan!’ Carrie roared. ‘Come back here and don’t be so cheeky. How dare you?’ At precisely that moment the pot of homemade vegetable soup bubbled
  over, the creamy froth foaming across the top of the cooker.

  ‘Lord Almighty give me patience,’ she muttered, lifting the pot off the heat. She could hear Olivia sobbing her way upstairs.

  ‘Mom, it’s just not your day.’ Her son, Davey, chewed his pen at the other end of the kitchen table as he struggled with his English spellings.

  ‘I guess not.’ She managed a smile as she wiped away the mess. Davey, thank God, was placid and easy-going compared to his younger sister, who was definitely going to end up on the
  stage, she thought ruefully. High drama and Olivia went hand in hand.

  ‘Do you know how to do the subtraction the way Miss Kenny does it?’ she asked him hopefully.

  ‘I think so, Mom. Will I try and explain it to Olivia?’ he offered.

  ‘We’ll let her calm down for a minute. You finish your spellings and we’ll have another go.’

  The shrill jangle of the phone made her sigh. ‘Hello.’ She tried to hide her irritation.

  ‘Carrie, I’m not feeling very well. Could you drop my dinner over instead of me having to come over to you?’ her father, Noel, said in his martyr voice. He usually ate dinner
  with them in the evening.

  ‘What’s the matter with you?’ She tried to inject a note of concern into her voice. This was all she needed.

  ‘I’ve a pain in my arm. I’m sure it’s nothing,’ he said mournfully.

  Carrie’s heart sank. As sure as eggs were eggs she’d end up bringing him to the doctor who’d arrange blood tests and ECGs, all of which he’d had done before.

  ‘Right. I’ll be over later. I’ll have to bring the kids with me; Dan’s working late.’

  ‘Thanks, love,’ her father said gratefully. ‘See you later.’

  As if I haven’t enough to be doing, she thought grumpily as she added a slab of butter and a sprinkling of salt to the potatoes and wielded her masher with a vengeance.

  Noel lived in a bungalow at the other end of the large seaside village of Whiteshells Bay, in North County Dublin, where she had grown up. It was convenient that he lived so close, but tonight
  was not a good night for one of his hypochondriac episodes.

  Tonight was Boy Scouts night. She’d been hoping Dan would be home to bring Davey to the club, but the sprinkler system in one of his glasshouses had gone on the blink and it had to be
  sorted. He’d sounded pissed off when he’d phoned her, so she’d bitten back her grumbling reproach and told him she’d keep his dinner for him. Dan worked hard for his family.
  He’d built up a sizeable market gardening business on the farm his father had left him but he had to spend long hours at work sometimes, to Carrie’s intense frustration.

  ‘You’ll be dead before you’re fifty!’ she had exploded in exasperation one wet, windy Sunday morning a few weeks ago, when he’d got out of bed while it was still
  dark to get dressed to go and inspect his glasshouses.

  ‘Forty-five, even,’ he teased as he towelled his chestnut hair dry after his shower.

  ‘I’m serious,’ she retorted, thinking how fit he looked as he stood, all six foot one of him, bare-chested, lean and rangy, in front of her, with a towel tied at his waist.

  ‘Ah don’t be grumpy,’ he chided, bending down to kiss her. She’d kissed him back, unable to stay mad at him.

  ‘Come back to bed,’ she urged, wanting him, running her fingers through his damp hair.

  ‘I’ve a date with a hot tomato,’ he murmured, nibbling her ear. ‘When I get back.’

  She’d watched him leave, half exasperated, half amused. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, auburn layers sticking up wildly, a dusting of freckles across her nose, green eyes,
  fringed with dark lashes, a tad puffy. No wonder he preferred his tomatoes, she thought ruefully as she burrowed back down in the bed and fell asleep almost instantly.

  Imagine having to compete with a tomato for your husband’s affections, she’d complained to Shauna, who’d called over to visit later that day.

  ‘Tell me about it,’ her sister said dryly. ‘I’ve to compete with drawing boards and T-squares.’

  ‘And you’re the good-looking one in our family,’ Carrie remarked, wondering how her younger sister always managed to look so groomed and elegant. Her naturally blond hair fell
  over her shoulders in a silky curtain. Her eyes, as blue as cornflowers, sparkled over high cheekbones and she had a gorgeous snub nose that Carrie had always envied. Shauna was slender and petite.
  Carrie always felt like an Amazon beside her.

  ‘You have curves where women are meant to have curves,’ Dan constantly assured her, with an appreciative glint in his blue eyes that always made her feel good about herself.

  ‘I was dying for a shag last night and Greg fell asleep on me. I went to brush my teeth and go to the loo and when I came back into the bedroom he was snoring,’ Shauna moaned.

  ‘So much for our sex appeal.’ Carrie grinned. Shauna had giggled in spite of herself and they’d comforted themselves with a slice of coffee cake.

  Carrie spooned carrot and parsnip mash onto the heated plates, and gave a wry smile as she remembered that particular Sunday. Shauna had taken Chloe, Davey and Olivia to the zoo and she and Dan
  had spent the afternoon in bed making the most of a child-free Sunday afternoon.

  ‘I ended it with the Tomato,’ Dan had whispered mischievously as he slid his fingers up under her T-shirt, making her shiver with anticipation.

  It had been a loving, lusty afternoon and she had reason to remember it now, she thought ruefully, as her breasts ached with soreness. Her period was late and she didn’t need a test to
  know that she was pregnant. Maybe that was why she was so crotchety lately. Poor Olivia. If she thought life was tough now, wait until her nose was put out of joint by the new arrival.

  ‘Olivia, come down and have your dinner, pet, and we’ll have another go at the sums,’ she called placatingly.

  ‘Don’t want any dinner,’ Olivia shouted huffily.

  ‘OK, I’ll give an extra portion to Dad and Davey,’ Carrie challenged.

  Silence.

  Then, sulkily, ‘I’m coming.’

  Carrie smiled as she plated up Dan’s and her father’s dinner. Was that child psychology, emotional blackmail or what? At least it had worked for today. Now if she could only get a
  handle on those bloody sums she’d be doing OK.

  She was glad to flop onto the sofa once the children were in bed. She’d seemed to spend the evening getting in and out of the car. She’d dropped off Davey at his Scouts. Then
  she’d bought a pregnancy test kit, delivered her father’s dinner, brought in his washing off the line, and gone shopping for cat food for him.

  Her father had eaten all his dinner, and told her that he felt a little better. He’d looked fine to her. He didn’t look pale or flushed, but he had confided that he’d been
  talking to a neighbour who’d told him that one of the neighbours down the road had suffered a heart attack. Carrie could see his medical encyclopedia beside his armchair and guessed that
  he’d been reading up on the symptoms. One day she was going to burn that damn book, she thought irritably. Next to the Bible, it was the most well-thumbed volume in her father’s
  house.

  Afterwards she brought Olivia into Seashells Café for hot chocolate, as a treat to make up for their earlier tiff. Seashells Café was one of their favourite haunts. It was right in
  the middle of the village, beside Fisherman’s Lane, and its big bay windows had panoramic views of the coast and sea. In summer it was always packed with day-trippers to the beach, but at
  this time of year it wasn’t so busy and she and Olivia had settled at one of the round pine tables in the bay window. It was a bright, airy place, decorated in nautical blues and creams, and
  the walls were hung with a selection of framed sepia photos of the village in the ‘olden days’, as her daughter called them. They’d sipped their hot chocolate companionably and
  made their peace with each other, before collecting Davey, who proudly showed them his collection of nautical knots.

  Dan had arrived home around nine, yawning his head off, and wolfed his dinner.

  ‘You look whacked,’ he observed as he handed her a mug of tea and a chocolate Kimberly a little later.

  ‘I am.’ She snuggled in beside him on the sofa in the den. A fire blazed up the chimney and she felt pleasantly relaxed. ‘And it’s going to get worse.’

  ‘Why?’ He eyed her quizzically.

  ‘Remember the Sunday afternoon that you shagged me senseless?’

  ‘Yessss . . .’ he said slowly, his blue eyes widening as comprehension began to dawn.

  ‘I think I’m pregnant.’ Carrie studied him warily. They hadn’t actually discussed having a third child.

  ‘You think . . .’

  ‘Well, I’m more or less sure. I just have to do a test to confirm it and I wanted us to do it together.’

  ‘Do you want to do it now?’ Dan asked. Stoically.

  ‘Will we?’

  ‘Come on, so.’ He pulled her to her feet and dropped an arm round her shoulder.

  ‘Do you mind if I am?’ she asked hesitantly. If Dan wasn’t happy about her being pregnant she’d be gutted.

  ‘Of course I don’t if you’re OK with it.’ He smiled down at her and she felt inexplicably happy. Dan Morgan was the best thing that had ever happened to her. She was
  still as crazy about him as she’d been when they’d first married.

  ‘So it looks like we’re pregnant,’ he said ten minutes later as they studied the wand she held, which showed two unmistakable blue lines. His arms tightened around her and they
  kissed until she drew away breathless.

  ‘By the way,’ he murmured as his hands slid down to her waist and over the curve of her hips. ‘I just want to clarify one thing. It was you that shagged me
  senseless that Sunday afternoon.’

  ‘Whatever you say, darling. Let’s do it again. Just be gentle with the boobs, they’re ready to explode!’ Carrie whispered, tiredness forgotten as her hormones ran rampant
  at the touch of his fingers.

  Later as she lay drowsily in the crook of his arm she thought of Shauna. This new baby would be a playmate for Chloe in years to come. As it was, Olivia and Davey were very protective of their
  little cousin. Carrie was looking forward to telling her sister her news. She’d ring Shauna first thing in the morning and arrange for them to have lunch or coffee. She was glad Shauna was
  still at home to share her good news. It would be much nicer to tell her face to face than to say it down a phone line when she was thousands of miles away. She was going to miss Shauna like hell.
  Why she wanted to up sticks and head out to live in a war zone was unfathomable. But that didn’t seem to bother her or Greg unduly. As needles of rain began to hurl themselves against the
  bedroom window and the east wind blew in from the sea, Carrie mused that if it were her, she wouldn’t bring her kids to live in a place as unstable as the Gulf.

  She was dreading her sister’s departure to the Emirates. Their father was getting more demanding and they’d always shared the responsibility of him since their mother had died three
  years ago. Now, with another baby on the way, and Shauna leaving for God knows how long, Carrie couldn’t help feeling more than a little daunted.

  Shauna led such a charmed life, she always had. Sometimes Carrie couldn’t help feeling the tiniest bit envious. Wouldn’t it be lovely to go to an exotic country and have maids and
  nannies to help you manage? It would be fabulous to spend your time partying and socializing. Even though Whiteshells Bay was a picturesque little seaside village, and Carrie liked living in it,
  exotic was hardly the adjective to describe it.

  She sighed, and then smiled as Dan gave a low rumbling snore. She might live in a sleepy seaside village, and she might be pregnant and have an ageing, demanding father to take care of, but she
  had a kind, witty, supportive, sexy husband and two good little children. She wasn’t doing too badly at all.

  The phone rang, jerking her into wakefulness tinged with dread. Phone calls at this hour of the night weren’t good news.

  ‘Hello, Carrie, it’s Dad. I think I need a doctor. The pain’s gone into my chest. I think I’m having a heart attack.’ She could hear the panic in her father’s
  voice.

  ‘You’re not having a heart attack. Stop getting yourself into a tizzy. I’ll be there in a minute,’ she assured him.

  ‘I didn’t like to bother Shauna. I know the baby’s teething,’ her father said feebly. ‘And besides, you’re nearer.’

  ‘That’s OK. I’ll be over as soon as I get dressed.’ Carrie tried not to feel resentful. It wouldn’t have mattered if Shauna lived next door to him; their father
  would always call Carrie in an emergency. He and his younger daughter didn’t get on too well. Their personalities had always clashed, but since his wife’s death the hostility between
  them had deepened. And as for Bobby, the youngest in their family, he had washed his hands of his father just as Noel had washed his hands of him. Carrie would be wasting her time expecting any
  help from him. Not that he could help anyway right this minute, seeing as he lived in London, she thought glumly. She yawned as she pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. She couldn’t
  honestly blame Bobby after the way their father had treated him. Her only brother was gay and that was anathema to their father, an affront to his religious beliefs. Once their mother had died,
  Bobby had gone to London, unable to deal with his father’s hostility. Understandable, but it didn’t change the fact that she was the one getting up in the middle of the night to go and
  look after Noel. She was the eldest; she was the responsible one. And she was getting fed up of it.
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  ‘Why didn’t you ring me earlier? I’d have come up.’ Shauna frowned as she untangled the phone cord that Chloe had twisted into a knot.

  ‘What was the point in the two of us being up all night hanging around a hospital?’ Carrie said tiredly.

  ‘I was up anyway with Chloe. She’s got a big bruiser of a back tooth coming,’ Shauna responded glumly.

  ‘So Dad told me,’ Carrie said dryly. ‘He said that was why he didn’t want to ring you.’

  ‘That’s not very fair on you, though.’

  Shauna knew she should feel guilty, but part of her was mightily relieved that her father hadn’t phoned. Greg would have been far from pleased if she’d woken him up to tell him to
  take care of Chloe because she had to drive up to Whiteshells Bay in the middle of the night.

  ‘What did the doctors say?’

  ‘They’re keeping him in; they’re hoping to have a bed for him later on today. He’s on a trolley in A and E.’

  ‘Look, why don’t you go to bed for a couple of hours? I’ll come over later and we can go and visit him this afternoon,’ Shauna suggested, anxious to offer some
  support.

  ‘Would you, Shauna? I’m whacked. I could do with a few hours’ shut-eye.’

  ‘Take the phone off the hook and I’ll be over in time to pick up Olivia from school,’ her sister instructed briskly.

  ‘She’ll be thrilled to see Chloe.’ Carrie sounded more cheerful. ‘See you later . . . and thanks.’

  ‘No problem,’ Shauna assured her, twirling her finger in one of Chloe’s soft corkscrew curls. She had planned to spend a few hours working on a wedding dress she was making to
  order. She had to hand-sew dozens of sequins and beading onto an ornate fur-trimmed jacket that was being worn over a very simple, elegant, satin sheath dress. Chloe’s nap time would have
  allowed her a few precious uninterrupted hours to get on with the job. It was the last dress she had been commissioned to make before she left for the Emirates and she was anxious to get it
  finished on time.

  Typical of her father to muck up her plans. Shauna’s lips tightened in annoyance. She didn’t know how Carrie could keep her patience with their dad; she certainly didn’t have
  the tolerance for him that her older sister had. She was far more likely to argue the toss with him about his deeply conservative beliefs than Carrie was.

  She had railed at their restrictive upbringing and there had been many rows in their teenage years as their father issued edicts about where they could go and whom they could socialize with.
  Boys were definitely off limits! Noel McCarthy was a street angel and a house devil as far as his younger daughter was concerned. Well respected in the community, he was a pillar of the Church,
  involved in all its fundraising and parish activities. Many times she’d been roped in to deliver the parish dues envelopes or the Easter and Christmas information cards, and she’d had
  to do the church collection every week.

  She had argued bitterly that it was her father who had offered to do such work, so why should she have to do it? It was no joke trudging round all the houses in the large village on a wet, windy
  evening with an easterly gale blowing in off the sea. Her friends would be snug and warm in their houses, watching TV, while she’d be standing, resentfully, on doorsteps waiting for people to
  put their few coins into the collection envelope.

  Carrie had just got on with it. She did the houses north of the church, Shauna the ones south of it. Bobby had managed to get out of all parish duties by once stuffing his ration of parish dues
  envelopes into the bin outside the chipper. Unfortunately he didn’t stuff them in far enough and a gust of wind had whipped a few of them out onto the street later that evening and
  they’d been discovered by Mrs Foley, one of the ladies of the parish committee of which Noel was chairman. There’d been consternation as Noel was informed of this outrage.

  The three of them had been summoned to the small room off the garage that Noel used as an office and interrogations had begun. Bobby had confessed to his crime after Noel had accused Shauna of
  the transgression, knowing of her oft-stated objections to delivering the envelopes.

  Bobby was good like that; he couldn’t let his sister take the blame for something that he’d done. Their father, red with fury, had banned Bobby from watching TV for a year and had
  assured him that such a crime against God’s good work would require much repentance and good deeds.

  Bobby had later whispered to Shauna that it was worth it not to have to deliver those hated envelopes. But as the days turned into weeks, and he was ordered from the sitting room when the TV was
  turned on, his bravado slipped and he confessed that he really missed Star Trek and Top of the Pops.

  Their mother, Anna, who had a soft, kind heart, had allowed him to turn on the TV as soon as he had finished his homework, but it was switched off at five thirty before their father arrived home
  from work. Noel worked as a bank clerk in the town of Swords, just north of Dublin, and Bobby prayed that he would never get moved to a bank nearer home.

  Shauna shook her head impatiently as she lifted her tired little daughter in her arms, revelling in the way she snuggled in close against her neck. Why was she swamped with all these unhappy
  memories? She wanted to forget those times. She was grown up now, an independent woman, free of Noel and his authority; she shouldn’t hark back to the past.

  She was determined that Chloe would never grow up with the hang-ups that were a legacy of her own childhood even to this day. A lack of self-esteem, a lack of self-worth, would not be traits
  that her daughter would grow up with. Noel might see himself as a good-living, God-fearing, upright member of the community, but Shauna knew otherwise, and she had the emotional scars to prove it.
  If it weren’t for Carrie she’d let him fend for himself. He was a small-minded bully who used emotional blackmail on his daughters and son with varying degrees of success.

  Well, no success, it seemed, in Bobby’s case, Shauna acknowledged, smiling as she remembered her brother’s last phone call to her.

  ‘How’s the old buzzard doing? Still saying decades of the rosary in the hope that I’ll discover that I’m not gay after all and it was only a temporary aberration? And my
  immortal soul isn’t damned for eternity?’ Although the words were joky and light-hearted, Shauna knew that behind them lay a deep, wounding hurt that might never be healed.

  Bobby was the baby of the family. Four years older, she felt fiercely protective of him. When their mother had died suddenly of a heart attack, they’d all been devastated. But Shauna would
  never forget her father saying, in his deceptively mild-mannered voice, ‘You know, Bobby, all the worry about you and this attention-seeking of yours worried your mother dreadfully. It must
  have put a terrible strain on her heart. Your greatest gift to her now would be for you to sort yourself out and find a nice girl and go and get married like a normal young man.’

  Shauna would never forget how her brother had paled at his father’s cruel, damaging words, turned on his heel and walked out of the house.

  ‘That was a terrible thing to say, Dad. How dare you call yourself a Christian,’ she’d exploded, hating him. ‘Bobby was born the way he is. God doesn’t judge him.
  God made him, God knows him. He is as beloved of God as any other soul of His creation. What sort of warped belief have you got? Where is God’s compassion and mercy in your religion? Your God
  is horrible. I’m glad I don’t believe in Him.’

  Noel had risen to his feet, ashen-faced at this unbelievable attack on his authority and beliefs. ‘That’s enough from you, miss, you who ignore the Church’s rulings in spite of
  our best efforts. God weeps to hear your ignorance of His teachings, and if you don’t like what I have to say, the door is—’

  ‘Stop it! Mam’s not cold in the grave and look at the pair of you!’ Carrie’s disgust had silenced them, and they had argued no more, but that was the day when her father
  had sundered the very tenuous tie of love or loyalty that had existed between him and his youngest children. It was only out of a sense of obligation and guilt and not wanting to let Carrie have to
  carry the burden alone that Shauna mucked in and did as much as she felt she had to.

  One of the big pluses of going back out to the Gulf would be the distance it would put between her and her father. It would be a relief not to have to listen to his moaning, self-pitying whinges
  and his opinionated dictates. Carrie really should put her foot down and tell him to get on with it. Dan was very patient with Noel; Greg wasn’t half as accommodating and rarely visited with
  Shauna. On the rare occasions that Noel called to their house, her husband would have a short conversation with him and then disappear up to his office. When she was younger, years ago during their
  engagement, she’d always been on edge that Greg would blow his top about her father’s pointed jibes about ‘living in sin’ and tell him to get lost. Noel had never forgiven
  her for refusing to even consider letting Greg ask him for his permission to marry her.

  ‘I’m not your chattel, Dad. You don’t own me,’ she informed him tartly, much to his disgust.

  ‘Couldn’t you just do it to keep the peace?’ her mother urged, to no avail. It was only for her mother’s sake that she had allowed him to walk her up the aisle. And that
  too had been a source of conflict, because of her father’s insistence that she go to confession to make sure she had no stain of mortal sin on her soul as a result of living with Greg before
  marriage.

  He really had so much to answer for, she thought bitterly, remembering the rows and trauma that her father’s beliefs had inflicted on the family. How her mother had lived with him and put
  up with him she would never fathom, because if he had been her husband she would have surely murdered him.

  That conflict would not happen in her little family, she vowed as she laid her sleepy toddler in her car seat and covered her with a soft, woolly blanket. She raced back into the house, grabbed
  one of her daughter’s bottles from the fridge, shrugged into her own coat and was about to set the alarm when the phone rang. She was tempted not to answer it but was afraid it might be her
  client checking on the progress of her wedding dress.

  ‘Hi,’ she answered crisply, standing at the door so she could keep an eye on Chloe.

  ‘Shauna, how’s it going? You haven’t been in touch lately so I said I’d better give you a ring. We don’t want you disappearing out of the country without getting a
  chance to say goodbye.’ The breezy tones of her sister-in-law, Della, floated down the line. Shauna’s heart sank. She was definitely the last person Shauna needed to hear from
  today.

  ‘Della, I can’t stop to talk. Chloe’s in the car, Dad’s in hospital, and I’ve got to rush and pick up Olivia, so I’ll give you a buzz later in the week,
  OK?’

  ‘But—’

  ‘Della, I really have to go. Greg’s at work if you want a chat with him,’ she said hastily. ‘Talk to you soon, ’bye.’ Without even giving her sister-in-law a
  chance to respond she hung up, set the alarm and locked the door behind her.
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  ‘And how are the freeloaders?’ Carrie enquired acidly as they walked along the beach a couple of hours later.

  Shauna giggled. Carrie was not one to mince her words. ‘Don’t even go there,’ she groaned. ‘I didn’t engage in any conversation. I used Dad shamelessly, said he was
  in hospital and that I had to go, and hung up.’

  ‘I bet she’s looking to stay for a weekend before Christmas.’ Carrie skimmed a stone across the white-crested waves.

  ‘Well she can look all she wants. It’s not going to happen and I mean it this time,’ Shauna said with uncharacteristic steeliness. Her in-laws, Della Keegan,
  Greg’s only sister, and her husband, Eddie, were the bane of Shauna’s life. They lived near Cavan and on their frequent weekend trips to Dublin would often end up on her doorstep,
  unannounced, with plans to stay overnight. It hadn’t been so bad when neither couple had children but once Della had had Kathryn and a year later Shauna had Chloe it got much more awkward and
  gradually she’d begun to resent her in-laws’ unwelcome intrusions.

  Greg and Eddie would head off to the pub and she’d be left with Della and the babies. Della was a great one for oneupmanship and was always boasting about this acquisition or that.
  Frankly, Shauna couldn’t give a hoot and wished her sister-in-law would shut up wittering and give her some peace. The Keegans’ casual assumption that they could just drop in and stay
  over any time it suited them didn’t seem to bother Greg, and when she’d complained he’d informed her that he liked seeing his family and that she was lucky to have hers living
  just a couple of miles away. She couldn’t very well argue with that, and his comments made her seem churlish and inhospitable.

  Carrie understood her frustration. She’d seen Della and Eddie at their freeloading best after they’d gatecrashed a barbecue she and Dan were holding for Shauna’s birthday.

  They’d arrived empty-handed, eaten and drunk all round them, made no effort to help with the wash-up, and ended up too pissed to drive and sleeping on the couch. That was the weekend
  she’d christened them the Freeloaders.

  ‘I bet they’ll wangle an overnighter no matter what you say.’ Carrie grinned as she picked up a shiny, translucent shell for Olivia’s collection.

  ‘Nope! It’s not going to happen. I’ve a dress to finish, I’ve to make a start on my Christmas shopping and besides, I just don’t want them staying. I end
  up exhausted from running around after them. Della’s as lazy as sin and she lets Kathryn do what she likes. That child is getting spoilt rotten.’ She scowled, kicking a piece of
  driftwood out of her way impatiently. ‘She’s pregnant again, so of course that’s an even bigger excuse to put her feet up and do nothing.’

  ‘I hope you won’t be saying that about me,’ Carrie teased, smiling at her sister.

  ‘Why would I say that about you?’ Shauna asked, puzzled. Comprehension dawned. ‘You’re pregnant! Oh, Carrie, are you delighted?’ she asked wistfully, trying to
  ignore the little jolt of envy that shot through her.

  ‘Yeah, I am. I’d like Olivia to have a sister, or Davey a brother. Actually, I’d like twins so I could have one of each.’ She laughed, her green eyes sparkling as she
  confided her joyful news.

  ‘Congratulations. Is Dan pleased?’ Shauna hugged her sister tightly, ashamed of herself.

  ‘Yep. He’s great. He did the test with me. If I could only drag him away from his bloody glasshouses and tunnels he’d be perfect,’ Carrie said ruefully.

  ‘Men and their work.’ Shauna shook her head. ‘You’ll never believe it,’ she added slowly, ‘but last night I asked Greg if we could try for another
  baby.’

  ‘And?’ Carrie arched an eyebrow at her expectantly.

  Shauna wrinkled her nose. ‘He wasn’t too keen. He more or less said we’re only just getting back to something like normal after having Chloe. I just think now’s the time
  to go for it, so that they’ll be company for each other. I’d really love Chloe to have a sister or brother. I don’t want her to be an only child. It must be lonely. If I
  didn’t have you I don’t know what I’d do.’ Her voice wobbled and to her dismay she burst into tears.

  ‘Hey, hey, what’s wrong?’ Carrie looked at her in concern before putting her arms round her and giving her a comforting squeeze.

  ‘I don’t know.’ Shauna sniffled. ‘I suppose Greg’s attitude doesn’t help, and then bloody Della on the phone, and Dad being in hospital and me feeling guilty
  about you being up all night, especially now, knowing that you’re pregnant. Sorry, I know it all sounds very me, me, me, and you’ve enough on your plate too. It must be my
  hormones,’ she wept, her words almost incoherent.

  She knew why she was crying but she couldn’t say it to her sister. She couldn’t say that when she had measured Greg’s attitude to having children against Dan’s, her
  husband had fallen far short and it hurt. Desperately. She wanted to be loyal to Greg but all she felt was resentment surging through her.

  ‘Don’t worry about last night. Didn’t you collect Olivia for me today and let me get some shut-eye? Aren’t we going in to see Dad together? Don’t beat yourself up
  about it, Shauna.’

  ‘It’s just that you’re so kind to him and I’m such a bitch to him. I don’t feel any love for him, I’m just angry at him.’

  ‘We’re different, Shauna. You stood up to him. I don’t have your pluck, I tried to deal with it in other ways, more passively, I suppose. It doesn’t mean that I agree
  with him all the time or like the way he behaves,’ Carrie said wearily.

  Shauna wiped her eyes. ‘You’re just a kind person, Carrie, and, let’s face it, I’m a wagon.’

  ‘No you’re not,’ her sister said stoutly. ‘Stop crying, now. Here’s Olivia.’

  ‘Mammy, look what I found.’ Olivia danced across the sand waving a small crab. Her cheeks were bright from the fresh air and the bracing breeze whipped her copper pigtails around her
  face.

  ‘Ah the poor little thing. Is he alive or dead?’ Carrie asked, peering at the crab.

  ‘Dead as a dodo,’ Davey assured her. ‘Couldn’t have him for tea.’

  ‘You’re not going to eat my crab,’ Olivia protested.

  ‘Don’t start,’ warned Carrie as the pair squared up for a row.

  ‘But Mom,’ her son objected. ‘I only said—’

  ‘Enough. You’ve got five minutes left and then we’ve to go and see Grandpa.’

  ‘I’m going to have a funeral for my crab,’ Olivia announced mournfully. ‘You can all come.’

  ‘A funeral for a crab!’ Davey scoffed.

  Carrie quelled him with a look as Shauna stifled a giggle, amused at their carry-on. Chloe gurgled happily, adding her tuppence-worth, kicking her little wellington-clad feet happily over the
  edge of her buggy, delighted to be with her cousins. ‘Out, out,’ she entreated, arms outstretched, straining at the straps that held her prisoner.

  ‘Come on then,’ Shauna relented, opening the clasp and releasing her daughter from her captivity. Chloe, ecstatic at her freedom, legged it for the sea. She was in much better form
  today and her cheeks weren’t as red. The tooth was finally through. At last, Shauna thought gratefully as she called on her daughter to be careful.

  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll mind her,’ Davey assured his aunt as he followed his little cousin to the water’s frothy edge. Olivia joined them, having carefully wrapped her
  deceased crab in a tissue and given it to Carrie to mind. The trio squealed and danced in the foam, Chloe completely unafraid. It gave Shauna enormous pleasure to see how protective Olivia and
  Davey were of her.

  She was really going to miss Carrie and the kids. When all was said and done, family was more important than anything.

  ‘Will you come out and visit? You’d still be able to fly,’ she asked, suddenly lonely.

  ‘It would be a bit of an adventure, wouldn’t it? I don’t know if Dan could manage it. I don’t think he’d leave his precious crops for two weeks and there
  wouldn’t be much point in going all that way for less, would there?’ Carrie said doubtfully.

  ‘He could come for a week and you could come for two,’ Shauna urged. ‘Come out at Easter when the kids are off school.’

  ‘We’ll see. And we’ll see how I’m feeling. If I was waddling around like a big whale it wouldn’t be very comfortable.’

  ‘No, probably not,’ Shauna conceded.

  ‘I suppose we’d better get a move on if we’re going to see Dad,’ Carrie said reluctantly.

  ‘Pity we have to go, it’s lovely here. I could stay all afternoon,’ Shauna sighed, inhaling the salty air, turning her face to the buttery November sun. The sky was azure,
  dotted with little cottonbuds of clouds, and the sea whispered against the shore, its lullaby peaceful and soothing. Miles of white sand unfurled on either side of her and the Mountains of Mourne
  were hazy in the distance, a backdrop to the beacon in Mornington at the end of the pier, which stretched like a long finger into the sea.

  ‘Look at the capers of them. Chloe’s having a ball.’ She turned her gaze on the children.

  ‘I know. It’s nice, isn’t it? In another couple of years the age difference between Olivia and Chloe won’t mean a thing. They’ll be like sisters,’ Carrie
  observed.

  ‘Yeah, they will, won’t they?’ The thought comforted Shauna. ‘Let’s make sure they’re always close.’

  ‘God, Shauna, you’re terribly maudlin today. Have you got PMT?’ Carrie eyed her quizzically.

  ‘No, I’m just over them. Started a new Pill pack last night, unfortunately.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I guess I hadn’t factored in how much harder it would be to go
  abroad this time. I suppose it’s because of Chloe and the kids.’

  ‘Don’t go then,’ Carrie retorted.

  ‘If we don’t go before Chloe starts school, we won’t go at all. It’s a good opportunity for Greg. He’s got a great new job out there. There’s loads of
  building and development going on at the moment. It’s too good an opportunity to miss.’

  ‘But what about the Iraq war? Does that not worry you?’ Carrie asked bluntly.

  ‘Will you stop going on about it?’ Shauna said tetchily. ‘Of course it concerns me. But everyone we’ve spoken to out there maintains that it’s making no difference
  to their lives, except at the airports, and that’s affecting us all.’

  ‘True,’ Carrie agreed, backing off.

  ‘Look, the first hint of danger and Chloe and I will be home, and Greg can stay if he likes,’ Shauna said reassuringly.

  ‘Don’t mind me. I was always a worrier.’ Carrie grinned.

  ‘Don’t I know it. I shared a bedroom with you for long enough. Remember the time there was a small earthquake in Wales and you were afraid to go asleep in case we had one and the
  ceiling collapsed on top of us? You kept me awake all frigging night!’

  Carrie giggled. ‘It’s probably where Olivia gets her dramatics from, although she’s much more of a drama queen than I was.’

  ‘You had your moments,’ Shauna teased.

  ‘We better get our asses in gear. Don’t forget we’ve a funeral to go to as well as a hospital visit,’ Carrie said.

  ‘She’ll forget all about that,’ Shauna assured her as she manoeuvred the buggy towards the shore.

  ‘Are you kidding? And miss an occasion of high drama? It’s Olivia we’re talking about here.’ Carrie smiled at her sister. ‘If you have tears to shed,
  prepare to shed them.’

  An hour later, Shauna sat at her father’s hospital bedside and tried not to fidget. ‘I’ve had an ECG and a stress test and blood tests. They’re waiting for the
  results,’ Noel informed her self-importantly. ‘I wonder have my arteries narrowed. I heard them talking about an angiogram. It’s possible I might have to have a bypass. Poor Tom
  Cowen had a bypass and died on the table, never even woke up from the anaesthetic. It would make you think twice about going under the knife, wouldn’t it?’ He focused his watery,
  grey-eyed gaze on her.

  ‘Don’t be worrying about these things until they happen,’ Shauna murmured, trying not to be sharp. Why did he always have to turn everything into a drama?

  ‘Sure you won’t have to be worrying about it. You’ll be on the other side of the world, deserting us all,’ her father said tartly.

  ‘Were you waiting long for a bed?’ She ignored the jibe.

  ‘Long enough. Your sister was very kind to me.’

  ‘Yeah, Carrie’s great.’ Shauna knew he was getting at her but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of rising to his bait.

  ‘Why didn’t you bring the little one up to see me?’ he asked petulantly. ‘I’d like to see as much of her as I can. She won’t know me when you finally get
  sense and come home to live for good.’

  ‘Carrie’s minding her in the car – that’s why I’m only staying a few minutes. A hospital ward’s no place for a toddler; it’s not fair on the other
  patients. If you want to come down with me, I’ll bring her into the reception area,’ she responded coolly.

  ‘The world and his mother comes in here. That’s nonsense,’ Noel contradicted, unimpressed with her argument. A young trainee nurse walked by and smiled at them.

  ‘Ah it’s Nurse Carey, the prettiest nurse on the ward and the best at giving injections.’ He smiled with saccharine sweetness that had Shauna gritting her teeth in irritation.
  ‘You’re a great girl,’ he went on, looking around at the other patients to make sure they agreed with him.

  The nurse gave a self-conscious smile and hurried on. Shauna bit her lip. She wanted to tell him to stop acting like an old fool, embarrassing young girls with his nonsense. What a notice-box he
  was. If they only knew what he was really like, she thought irritably.

  ‘A grand little girl and respectful with it,’ he added pointedly, a scowl replacing the honeyed smile.

  ‘Right, I’m going to let Carrie and the kids up. If you want to come down with me, come on. If not I’ll say goodbye,’ Shauna said crisply, standing up.

  Noel put on a weak, plaintive voice. ‘I don’t think I’d be able for it,’ he murmured, lying back against his pillows.

  Tough, Shauna said silently. ‘Do you need anything?’

  ‘I’ll get Carrie to fetch my few bits and pieces. I don’t want to be putting you to trouble.’ He sighed deeply.

  ‘Grand,’ she replied airily. ‘Sleep well tonight.’

  ‘You might want to tell your brother that I’m in hospital in case anything untoward happens.’

  ‘Well that’s unlikely, but if I’m talking to Bobby I’ll tell him.’

  ‘Not that he’ll be that worried, I’m sure,’ sniffed her father.

  Probably not, she wanted to say, but she felt she’d been bitchy enough. ‘I’ll send Carrie up,’ she said in a kinder tone of voice. ‘’Bye, Dad.’
  She made no effort to kiss him.

  ‘’Bye, Shauna,’ Noel said tiredly and turned his head away.

  ‘How is he?’ Carrie asked, handing Chloe to her a few minutes later at the car.

  ‘Martyr mode. I’ve to let Bobby know he’s in hospital in case anything “untoward” happens.’ She threw her eyes up to heaven. ‘I asked him if he needed
  anything but he said he’d ask you to get his bits and pieces. I did try to help out,’ she added defensively.

  ‘Right, I’ll go on up. Come on, you two,’ Carrie said to Davey and Olivia, but there was a slight edge to her tone.

  ‘How about if I go on back to your place and rustle up a bit of dinner for us? We can eat together before I head off home. I don’t know about you but I’m hungry, and
  Chloe’s due a bottle.’

  ‘Are you sure?’ Carrie hedged. ‘I know you’re busy.’

  ‘Yeah, it’s no problem. Besides, haven’t we a funeral to attend?’

  Carrie relaxed and grinned. ‘Forgot about that. Root around the fridge and do pasta or whatever’s handy.’

  ‘No problem. See you later.’

  As she surveyed the contents of Carrie’s fridge, she knew why she’d offered to make dinner. Guilt, pure and simple. She knew Carrie carried most of the burden of their father’s
  care and part of her was very glad to let her do it, but she also knew it wasn’t fair. Unfortunately for Carrie and fortunately for her it was clear Noel preferred it that way and there was
  nothing she could do to change that.

  There is. You could be a bit nicer to him.

  But I don’t want to be nice. He made our childhoods miserable.

  Let go of the past. There’s no point in hanging on to it.

  He’s a judgemental bastard. Why should I be nice to him?

  What are you doing now? Judging. When you point a finger three fingers point back at you.

  ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she muttered, irritated by her internal dialogue.

  ‘Baw ba, baw, ba.’ Chloe tugged at her fleece.

  ‘OK, darling,’ she soothed, glad to banish her guilt to the back of her mind. She heated up a bottle for her daughter, chopped bacon, onions and mushrooms and sautéed them,
  lined a pie dish with thinly sliced potato, covered it with the sautéed mixture, added a handful of grated cheese and kept layering the pie until the dish was full. It would be cooked by the
  time Carrie got home and she hoped her sister would enjoy it. She chopped and sliced peppers, aubergines and tomatoes, drizzled olive oil over them and added seasoning. They’d roast in the
  oven with the pie. It would be a tasty dinner, she thought with satisfaction as she cleaned her utensils.

  Chloe curled up on the soft, well-worn sofa under the window and drank her bottle with hungry appreciation. Dusk began to creep across the sky and the lights along the coast started to twinkle
  in the encroaching twilight. Shauna switched on the lamp and set the table as the aromatic smell of cooking filled the big homely kitchen.
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  Carrie yawned as she started the ignition. She was dead tired. There was homework to be done; she needed to collect her father’s prayer book and novenas, to bring in to
  him later. At least she didn’t have to do dinner. It had been kind of Shauna to offer to cook. She just wished that her younger sister and their father could resolve their differences and get
  over themselves so that everything wouldn’t be left to her. If Noel was going to be in hospital for a while, she was going to suggest alternating the hospital visits, so that she
  wouldn’t end up having to drive over to Drogheda twice a day.

  ‘Mom, we’ve to bury my crab,’ Olivia piped up from the back of the car.

  ‘Olivia, you’ve got homework to do when we get home. We can do it tomorrow. It’s getting dark.’

  ‘He’ll be stinking,’ Davey observed laconically.

  Her son was right. She could already get the whiff of smelly crab through his tissue shroud. Decomposition was setting in. It was probably best to get it over and done with.

  ‘Right, funeral, lickety-split, and then dinner and then homework with no arguments,’ she decided.

  ‘Can we watch—’

  ‘Not until homework’s done,’ Carrie warned, wishing they weren’t such TV addicts.

  ‘I’m starving,’ Davey grumbled.

  ‘Shauna’s got the dinner on. We won’t be long,’ she said wearily, hoping her sister had made enough for Dan as well. If not she’d ask him to get a chippie just this
  once.

  ‘Of course there’s enough,’ her sister assured her twenty minutes later, as she dished up the steaming, mouth-watering pie that she had just taken out of the oven. She placed
  the dish of roasted vegetables on the table and proceeded to fill their plates. They all tucked in with hearty appetites.

  ‘That was gorgeous, Shauna. Thanks,’ Carrie said gratefully, smiling as she watched Davey scrape his plate. He had already scraped the side of the pie dish, which he assured his aunt
  was always the best part because of the crispy bits that stuck to the dish.

  ‘Pity we couldn’t imbibe. I feel like getting tiddly,’ Shauna said regretfully as she cleared the dishes from the table.

  ‘You’ve to drive home and I’ve to drive back to the hospital, unfortunately.’ Carrie yawned.

  ‘Are you going back in?’ Shauna jerked round in amazement.

  ‘He wants his prayer books and novenas.’

  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, you’ve already been in there once. What does he expect? Does he not realize you’ve got children to take care of?’ she burst out.

  ‘Aw, it doesn’t matter. I’ll do it tonight when Dan gets home. If he’s going to be in for a while we’ll sort something out about alternating our visiting.
  OK?’

  ‘OK,’ Shauna agreed crossly. ‘He won’t be kept in, anyway. There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s just taking up a bed.’

  ‘Not in front of the kids, Shauna,’ Carrie said sharply.

  ‘Oh . . . sorry.’

  ‘Mom, I’m going to put my crab in a big matchbox, and cover him up with kitchen roll before he goes into his coffin.’ Olivia had clearly been giving the funeral arrangements
  some thought.

  ‘Let’s do it now, then,’ Carrie said crisply.

  ‘Will you help me?’ Olivia looked entreatingly at her older brother.

  ‘OK,’ he agreed kindly and Carrie felt a wave of affection for her son. Good old Davey. He really was Olivia’s champion when all was said and done.

  Poor Little Crabby Crab, as he was now known, was laid to rest under the damson trees at the end of the garden. A small bouquet of long past their best busy Lizzies lay ready to be placed on the
  freshly dug grave. A cross, made out of ice pop sticks, would mark Crabby Crab’s final resting place. Olivia led the mourners to their assigned positions and tenderly knelt down and placed
  the large matchbox in the grave.

  ‘May he rest in peace,’ Davey intoned solemnly.

  ‘Amen,’ echoed Carrie and Shauna, trying to keep their faces straight.

  ‘Will he go straight to heaven?’ Olivia pondered as she arranged her posy this way and that until she was satisfied.

  ‘Of course he will,’ Shauna assured her.

  ‘Granny’s there.’

  ‘Yes, she is.’

  ‘Will Grandpa go if he dies?’

  The sisters looked at each other.

  ‘Yes, he will, Olivia. Everyone always goes back to God, eventually. Because He made them and they’re part of Him,’ Carrie said matter-of-factly.

  Shauna chewed her lip and remained silent. Carrie knew it probably wasn’t what her sister wanted to hear, but it was a thought that brought comfort to her and if Shauna didn’t like
  it she could make up her own mind about the issue.

  The breeze soughed through the branches of the trees. A shower of crispy, russet leaves floated down over their heads and a new fingernail moon peeped between the clouds.

  Carrie shivered, suddenly chilly. ‘Let’s go in,’ she suggested. She didn’t want to be thinking of death and funerals. It brought back sad memories of their mother, and
  fears of deaths to come. It reminded her more than she cared to remember of just how deeply divided her sister, her brother and her father were.

  Was this the way it was always going to be? Continuous dissension and disunity? It was too depressing to think about and as she waved Shauna and Chloe off ten minutes later, she felt
  uncharacteristically angry with her sister that she wouldn’t try to make more of an effort to forget the past and get on with life.

•   •   •

  Greg was sprawled in front of the TV sipping a beer when Shauna got home, his briefcase flung in the hall, his coat draped over the banisters. Her lips tightened. It
  didn’t take two seconds to hang up his coat under the stairs, and put away his briefcase. And why hadn’t he started to cook his dinner?

  ‘Da, da,’ Chloe said delightedly, tripping into the sitting room, arms out to be lifted up. He looked tired. His brown eyes were red-rimmed from long hours at the computer. He was
  handsome, though, Shauna reflected. His eyes, fringed with silky black lashes, were heavy-lidded and sexy. His mouth, firm and sensual, and his sallow skin gave him a faintly Mediterranean
  appearance. His mother, Joanna, maintained that the family had Moorish blood in their veins. She felt she had been a slave in Morocco in a past life. Greg’s mother was very much into past
  lives and mystical experiences, but not so great at keeping in touch with her family in the present one. Widowed, she travelled a lot and they rarely saw her.

  Moorish blood or not, Greg was a good-looking man, and women flocked to him at the parties they attended. His thick black hair could do with a cut, Shauna noted as her husband reached to lift up
  his daughter.

  ‘Hello, babs.’ Greg smiled at her but wasn’t too happy moments later as she grabbed his beer glass and splashed the pair of them. ‘Chloe!’ he snapped,
  plonking her onto the floor. She began to howl.

  ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Greg.’ Shauna sighed in exasperation. ‘I’m going to get her ready for bed, she’s had a long day. There’s steak in the fridge if you
  want it. I’ve had dinner over at Carrie’s.’

  ‘That was nice for you,’ he said peevishly.

  ‘We went in to see Dad. If you want to put Chloe to bed, I’ll cook a steak for you,’ she offered.

  ‘I’ll get a Chinese.’ He scowled.

  ‘Suit yourself,’ Shauna said tightly. If he was too lazy to stick a steak on the pan and a potato in the microwave, that was his tough luck. She’d given him the option of
  cooking or putting their daughter to bed and he’d taken neither, so he could bugger off.

  She decided she’d better give Chloe a bath as she had sand in her hair and in her ears. The toddler was not best pleased and screeched loudly as Shauna attempted to wash her hair. All she
  wanted to do was fall asleep. The fresh air and exercise at the beach had knocked her for six.

  Another tussle ensued as Shauna struggled to towel her hair, but eventually, exhausted, Chloe gave up wriggling and sat tiredly in the crook of her mother’s shoulder as she dried her silky
  golden curls. She was asleep before Shauna slipped her into her romper suit, and she couldn’t resist one last loving cuddle, inhaling the clean, talcy baby smell of her before she laid her in
  her cot.

  She tidied up the bathroom, and stood at the top of the stairs debating whether to go down and join her husband, have a bath herself, or spend an hour or two working on the wedding dress. The
  sooner she got it finished the better. It would free her up to make a start on her sorting and packing. Greg’s new company were shipping out their belongings to the Gulf so at least Chloe
  would have familiar toys and possessions to help her acclimatize in her new home. She wanted to start doing some Christmas shopping early, too. The more organized she was in that direction the
  better. She didn’t want to be in a big rush with everything a last-minute drama.

  ‘Come on, you can do it,’ she muttered, forcing herself to go into the small boxroom that she used as a workroom. The dress hung in all its glory, smothered in white tissue on the
  back of the door, and the jacket lay where she’d left it, draped on her sewing table. A box of crystal beading awaited and with a sigh Shauna made herself comfortable and began the
  time-consuming, delicate task of applying the beading along the back panel. She worked steadily and with care and was only vaguely conscious of a ring at the doorbell and Greg’s deep voice
  murmuring a few words. The smell of spare ribs and barbecue sauce being heated in the microwave wafted up the stairs. She supposed she could have made more of an effort to get Greg his dinner but
  it was unfortunate that she’d been so late getting home. Anyway, it wouldn’t kill him for once, she thought crossly as she snipped at a piece of thread. Life wasn’t all about
  him.

•   •   •

  Greg cursed as he burnt his finger on a rib. He’d left the bloody things in the microwave for too long and they were too hot to eat. His stomach rumbled. He was starving.
  Was it too much for a man to ask for his dinner to be ready when he came home from a hard day’s work? Shauna had been off gadding all day with Carrie; the least she could have done was have a
  meal prepared.

  It was all so different from when they’d first married. He sighed, remembering how Shauna couldn’t wait for him to come home from work and how she would feed him tasty dishes
  she’d cooked specially for him. Sometimes they hadn’t even paused to eat before making love the minute he was in the door. Why couldn’t she have been content with that for a few
  more years? Now it was all babies’ bottles and bath times and crotchety snapping at him and bloody Chinese takeouts that left you feeling hungry an hour later.

  At least in Abu Dhabi they’d have a maid to do all this stuff and he and Shauna could get back to having some sort of normal relationship again. He comforted himself with the thought.

  It was very quiet upstairs. He’d heard his wife going into her workroom. She was probably in a huff with him. He took another bite of his spare rib and flicked over to Sky Sports. He
  should make the most of the chance to watch a match in peace and quiet. How often did that happen? Greg took a slug of his beer and settled himself onto the sofa. He should mention to Shauna that
  Della had called him earlier in the day, wondering if they were having a going-away party. That was something they should organize, for sure. It would be a hell of a night. The thought of it
  cheered him up greatly. If there was one thing he really enjoyed it was a good boozy bash, especially when he was the guest of honour.

•   •   •

  ‘Well, Della’s right, Shauna,’ Greg said exasperatedly the following evening, as he uncorked a bottle of red wine for them. ‘We’ll have to have a
  going-away party. You didn’t think we were going to fly off and not say goodbye to people, did you?’

  ‘Of course not, Greg, but we’ve to get over Christmas first. I suppose I was just thinking of going out for a couple of drinks, maybe. I wasn’t planning a going-away party as
  such,’ Shauna retorted as she served him up a plate of steaming carbonara.

  ‘We’ll get caterers in and do it properly,’ he suggested.

  ‘You want to have it here, at home?’ Shauna couldn’t hide her dismay.

  ‘Yeah, why not?’ Greg looked surprised, a forkful of pasta suspended halfway to his mouth.

  ‘What about Chloe, if she wakes up?’

  ‘Put her to sleep again,’ he said exasperatedly.

  ‘Well, that won’t be much fun for me,’ Shauna declared. ‘And there’ll be all the clearing up afterwards.’

  ‘Come on, lighten up, Shauna. We’ll be saying goodbye to our friends and family, so let’s enjoy it. We used to do great parties.’ He grinned at her, and her heart
  softened. Greg was such a party animal. He had a great capacity for enjoying himself and he was a terrific host. It was one of the things that had drawn her to him. His ability to take pleasure in
  things was infectious; he had been a breath of fresh air to her . . . so different from her father.

  ‘You’re right, hon. Let’s have a humdinger of a party.’ She leaned across and gave him a kiss. Greg was right. She needed to lighten up. The last few days had
  been far too intense and serious and gloomy and doomy.

  Carrie had phoned her earlier that morning to say that their father was being discharged from hospital with a clean bill of health, much to his disgust, she’d added wryly.

  I could have told you that, she was tempted to say, but she refrained, knowing that it wouldn’t be appreciated.

  So that was one problem sorted. She’d spent a good three hours on the wedding jacket and the end was in sight for her last commission at home. She planned to drum up business abroad by
  networking with all the women’s groups that were part and parcel of expat life. Shauna was glad she’d had the experience of living in the Gulf before. She knew what to expect. It
  wouldn’t be such a culture shock this time.

  She might as well enjoy the next few weeks at home and look forward to their going-away party and then, perhaps, when they were settled in the Emirates, she’d bring up the subject of
  getting pregnant again. Her timing hadn’t been great, she conceded. They had enough on their plates emigrating, without her being in the throes of early pregnancy. No wonder Greg hadn’t
  been too enthusiastic. In another six months’ time they would be well settled and it would be a much better time to consider another baby.

  Feeling a lot happier, Shauna took a sip of her wine and listened to Greg as he began planning their party.
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  ‘Surprise surprise! We’re on the way home after doing some Christmas shopping in the big smoke and we thought we’d call by and say hello.’ Della stood
  grinning on Shauna’s doorstep a few weeks later. Her three-year-old daughter, Kathryn, kicked one of the big terracotta pots of polyanthus and pansies that stood beside the porch door.

  ‘Don’t want to go in there.’ She scowled.

  ‘Howaya, Shauna,’ Eddie muttered, standing behind his wife.

  Oh, bloody hell, cursed Shauna silently as she gave a frozen smile and stood aside to let her in-laws into the hall.

  ‘Hate this house,’ Kathryn announced loudly as she followed her parents.

  ‘Oh, darling, don’t be naughty,’ Della reproached. ‘Come in and say hello to your baby cousin.’

  ‘Don’t want to.’ Kathryn stuck out her tongue. She raced into the lounge and made a beeline for Chloe’s toys.

  ‘So how’s life? Any chance of a cup of tea? I’m gasping.’ Della plonked herself into an armchair and patted her bump. ‘Pregnancy and Christmas shopping are
  definitely not compatible,’ she moaned. Eddie sprawled on the sofa and began flicking through the TV stations, ignoring the fact that Chloe had been watching a Disney video. The cheek of
  him, Shauna thought indignantly as Chloe looked at Shauna, unsure about these strangers invading her little world, and hurried across the room to hide behind her.

  ‘Hasn’t she got so big! Come here, darling, and give Auntie Della a big kiss,’ Della invited. Chloe clung stubbornly to Shauna’s leg.

  ‘She’ll come out of herself if you just ignore her,’ Shauna advised, giving her daughter a sympathetic cuddle.

  ‘So! What’s new? All sorted for Christmas?’ Della settled back comfortably in her chair. ‘Are you going to Carrie’s?’

  ‘Not this year, no—’

  ‘Really! I thought you would be; you usually do. That’s interesting.’ Della sat upright. ‘Well maybe we should sort something, seeing as it’s your last Christmas
  for God knows how long. We could come down to you, you know the way we muck in anyway, and it wouldn’t be any hassle. Even better, we could let the two men do Christmas dinner and we could
  totally flop. We deserve it,’ she added a tad caustically, glancing in her husband’s direction.

  ‘No problem,’ Eddie drawled, not even looking in their direction, pretending to be engrossed in a darts match on the sports channel.

  Holy divinity! Shauna thought in horror. What a nightmare scenario. It was time to nip that idea smartly in the bud. Thank God she had an excuse.

  ‘Well actually, I’m doing Christmas this year.’ She could barely hide her relief. ‘Carrie, Dan and the kids are coming and Dad and Bobby will—’

  ‘Hey, you guys?’ Greg walked in from the hall. Shauna hadn’t even heard his key in the lock.

  ‘Yo, bro!’ Della grinned at her brother. ‘Shauna and I were just making plans for Christmas. She tells me you’re having her gang, so how about we come too and all muck in
  and have a real Christmas hooley, seeing as it might be your last one here for a while?’ she suggested enthusiastically.

  ‘Don’t worry about its being our last one. I’m hoping to get home for Christmases.’ Shauna shot a look of entreaty at her husband and tried to keep the panic out of her
  voice.

  ‘Well we’ll hardly be home next year, seeing as we won’t even be a year there and you’ll be home for the whole summer,’ Greg pointed out unhelpfully. She could have
  thumped him.

  ‘That’s settled then.’ Della rubbed her hands gleefully. ‘A big family get-together. It will be a blast.’

  ‘Sounds good to me.’ Greg grinned, planting a kiss on Shauna’s cheek. ‘Eddie, do you want to pop down to the pub for a beer and we’ll let the women make their
  plans?’

  ‘You’re on.’ The other man unfurled himself from the sofa with alacrity and followed his brother-in-law into the hall.

  ‘What about your dinner?’ Shauna said tightly. Was she having a nightmare, she wondered distractedly, or had Della just inveigled an invite for the Keegan gang for Christmas, aided
  and abetted by Greg? How could this be happening? She felt totally out of control. Greg was smiling at her as if everything was normal. Had he no idea of her dismay?

  ‘I’ll bung it in the microwave when I get home,’ he said offhandedly. ‘Right now a cool beer sounds good to me. Why don’t you call the babysitter and then you and
  Della could come with us?’ he suggested, seeing that she wasn’t too impressed with him. ‘We could make a night out of it.’

  ‘Sounds like a terrific idea,’ Della approved. ‘I have pyjamas in the car for Kathryn, you could lend me a nightshirt tonight and we could stay and not worry about driving home
  late.’

  ‘It’s a bit short notice for Gemma,’ Shauna protested, feeling totally manipulated by her sister-in-law. That fucking bitch Della had marched into her house, invited herself
  and her family for Christmas, and was now all prepared for a sleepover. Shauna knew that she was in a really awkward position. And Della was playing on it.

  She had offered to do Christmas this year out of a sense of guilt because she wasn’t sure when she’d be home for Christmas again, and she wanted to give Carrie a break. Greg had been
  fine with it and had made no protest; he was very good that way. She could hardly turn round and say that she didn’t want his family.

  It was just that Della was so slyly manipulative. She was such a cow. Shauna knew well that she’d sit on her ass like Lady Muck and expect to be waited on hand and foot. After
  all, she was pregnant. Not that that made any difference: in all the time Shauna had known her, pregnant or not, she was a lazy wagon. It was going to be exhausting. Eight adults and four
  children. Her heart sank at the prospect.

  ‘Give Gemma a call,’ Greg urged. ‘She could probably do with some extra spending money for Christmas.’

  ‘Look, it’s Friday night, it’s two weeks to Christmas, she’ll be out partying,’ Shauna retorted as she went to the phone to call her babysitter.

  Gemma’s mother answered the phone and informed Shauna that Gemma was indeed out at a college party.

  ‘I guessed that. It was very short notice.’ Shauna wasn’t in the slightest bit surprised. She wished the woman a Happy Christmas and hung up. ‘Out partying,’ she
  informed her husband shortly.

  ‘Would Carrie babysit?’ Della suggested brightly.

  ‘I’m not dragging Carrie all the way in from Whiteshells Bay,’ Shauna retorted curtly, unable to conceal her annoyance.

  ‘I suppose not,’ Della said disappointedly.

  Shauna took a deep breath. It was obvious that they were here for the night and there was nothing she could do about it. ‘Why don’t you go with the lads and I’ll
  babysit,’ she offered grudgingly. At least she wouldn’t have to sit listening to her sister-in-law jabbering on, because the way she was feeling about Della at the moment she could
  cheerfully have knifed her.

  ‘I could do with a night out.’ Della beamed. ‘Are you sure? Thanks a million. I’ll just go and get Kathryn’s jimjams. She might be a little bit hungry; we
  had a meal in town around four. She likes brown bread and tuna, or fruit salad and yoghurt, for tea.’ Della hauled herself out of the chair and went out to the car. Shauna stood speechless at
  her cheek.

  Greg avoided her glare. He knew that she was hopping mad now.

  ‘Don’t want Mommy to go out,’ Kathryn screeched, throwing a Care Bear at Eddie.

  ‘Stop that, Kathryn,’ her father growled.

  ‘Won’t!’ Kathryn yelled, throwing a dolly.

  Chloe watched, thumb in her mouth . . . fascinated.

  Shauna marched out to the kitchen. She was damned if she was going to deal with it. Let Eddie and Della sort out their brat!

  ‘She’ll get over it.’ Della ignored her daughter’s tantrum, dumping pyjamas and a bottle onto the island in the kitchen. ‘I’ll just go and have a pee and
  we’ll be off. I’m really looking forward to this. I haven’t been out in ages.’ She headed for the downstairs loo.

  ‘Is there anyone else you could try? How about that girl Noeleen we used a couple of times? We could have a good night out, Shauna. We could do with it.’ Greg appeared at the door
  pretending nothing was amiss.

  ‘Noeleen doesn’t know Kathryn. I’m not going to inflict that little brat on a babysitter,’ Shauna retorted.
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